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a sermon by Mel Williams
Watts Street Baptist Church
(Great Day Celebration of New Members)
Sometimes the apostle Paul can be rather terse, even blunt. In Romans 12 Paul gives a list of all that we need to do to be genuine Christians. One of the pivotal points he makes comes in two words: "Practice hospitality." 
Today on this "Great Day" at Watts Street Baptist Church, we are celebrating the new members who have joined our church during the past year. This occasion gives us the chance to "practice hospitality," to roll out the red carpet and make room for these new members of the family. It sounds rather simple, but it’s nothing short of revolutionary. With the coming of these new members and "Friends of Watts Street," we might say that everything is different. We have become a new church, a new people.
How is this so? Welcoming new members is a lot like welcoming a new child into the family. When our first child was born, I remember people telling me, "You’ll never be the same again." It’s true. The presence of new members here means that we’ll never be the same again. It’s a lot like what happens when a new child comes to live in our home---or when we welcome grandmother or an uncle who comes to live with us. Every time a new member joins us, we are a new church. And that new beginning is worth a little party over lunch! 
This means we have a new opportunity to open our doors and our hearts—to make room for these newcomers to become a vital part of our lives. Our lives will be enriched by our new members, and their lives will be enriched by ours. There is an exchange of energy. And it all starts with hospitality. 
Paul is correct when he says that hospitality is something that has to be practiced, like practicing the piano, practicing singing, and any other new ability. We get competent at an activity by practicing till we get good at it.
At least in the past, we southerners have been good at hospitality. "Southern hospitality" is widely known--- gracious ways, concern for the guest, and careful planning for plenty of food, at times including grits and biscuits and---iced tea. In southern hospitality there is also a tradition of politeness: "Yes sir, no ma-am; thank you, sir; thank you, ma’am." One person said this week: "When we moved to the south, we were amazed to hear people say, as we would leave their home, ‘Ya’ll come back, ya hear. Come back to see us, ya hear.’"
Hospitality has a grand and noble tradition; but it’s more than food and drink. Hospitality is all we do to welcome folks – to make room for people, to offer a free space where the guest can feel accepted and at ease. (See Henri Nouwen, Reaching Out) 
Have you noticed that over and over in the New Testament, Jesus is setting the example for hospitality? When he met the woman at the well, he knew she was ill at ease and uncertain; and he immediately accepted her and reached out to her. When he met Zaccheus, Jesus again modeled hospitality. Jesus must have already taken an assertive training course, so he invited himself home with Zaccheus. Jesus showed hospitality to Zaccheus, and that act encouraged Zaccheus’ hospitality to emerge. When the disciples wanted to get rid of the children because they seemed too noisy or fidgety, Jesus said, "Let the children come to me." He made room for them. He welcomed them and made them feel accepted, at ease. Why? The children are signs of the newness of God’s Kingdom. In the Bible hospitality is at the center of the good news.
But we know that hospitality has been in decline in recent years. We’ve been worried a lot about crime, worried about whatever danger lurks around the corner. We have a sturdy dose of fear and a distrust of strangers. So we lock our doors; we keep the security system armed and ready. We don’t know our neighbors like we used to. We don’t invite people to our homes as we did in years past. Our tradition of hospitality has diminished.
But it’s time for a resurgence. It’s time for a new day, a Great Day, of hospitality. So today we are having a party after church to welcome new members. That makes this a Great Day and a great opportunity for us to gain some understanding of Paul’s two words, "Practice hospitality." 
When any newcomer arrives at this church, we are given a prized opportunity to offer the hospitality of which Paul speaks. We have a choice. We can move toward any new person, extending ourselves to get to know them. Or—we can slide back into privatized personal space. If we back off, we’ll miss a lot of richness. And we will miss the goodness that God wants to give us.
Today is a day for hospitality. Today is a great day to roll out the carpet to celebrate the new members of this covenant community. It’s a great day for hospitality. After all, when any newcomer arrives here, that person is a gift from God. That’s why when a newcomer walks the aisle and stands before us, we say together, "Thank God you are here." God sends newcomers to bring us new energy and hope for the future. That’s good news! And that’s plenty of reason for a party!
In some ways worship every Sunday ought to be a party. You’ve heard me mention the old Anglican priest at Coventry Cathedral who when I took a group of young people there, met with us to talk about the pageantry of high Anglican worship. I thought the old gentleman would be stuffy and haughty; but instead, he came out wearing a bright yellow robe with red stole, and he said, "Why do you think we wear these fancy robes on Sunday? These are party clothes. Worship is a celebration, a party. That’s why we wear these party clothes." Great Day!
Properly understood, every worship is a celebration of the resurrection. Every time we come to worship we are celebrating the new life we know, the newness we are given, through the resurrection. That’s worth a party. We’ve got a lot to celebrate. So when newcomers show up here, they add to the newness. They invite us into a Great Day.
In his letter to the church at Rome Paul offers his long list of qualities of Christians. These are the behaviors we hope to see in Great Day Christians---genuine love, honor, zeal, prayer, financial support, and hospitality.
Hospitality is one of the under-stated missions of the church. We come to church with the goal of continuing the ministry of Jesus, and a central part of that ministry is hospitality. We’ve mentioned before that the New Testament is filled with stories of Jesus’ many meals with people. Over and over Jesus was eating with people; he was even criticized for eating with gluttons and winebibbers, sinners and tax collectors. Jesus was walking along the Emmaus Road when two strangers appeared beside him, and they invited him to eat. They didn’t know it was Jesus until they broke bread together, and then "their eyes were opened, and they knew him in the breaking of the bread." He fed the 5000 people with loaves and fish. He turned water into wine at the wedding at Cana. Jesus seemed to be giving or receiving hospitality every day.
Do you remember the story of Jesus visiting in the home of Mary and Martha? Jesus had become friends with Mary and Martha and their brother Lazarus. Here in this story (Luke 10) Jesus is sitting in the home. Sister Mary is stationed at his feet, taking in every word he says, while sister Martha is back in the kitchen fixing supper. Martha gets irritated because Mary is not helping in the kitchen. But Jesus then speaks rather sternly, "Martha, Martha, you are busy about many things. But Mary has chosen the better part." 
It’s a hospitality story. Mary is making room for Jesus, listening to his every word, adoring him, making much over him. But Martha is back in the kitchen. Let me confess that for years I’ve been bothered about Martha. I really think Jesus should have commended Martha too. Somebody’s got to fix the meal! We all can’t sit devotedly at the master’s feet. We have to eat, and somebody needs to be on the kitchen committee, the hospitality committee. Maybe we should all take a turn on the church hospitality committee. Whether we are focusing our attention on the guest or putting the meal on the table, we are practicing hospitality.
This church values hospitality; it’s an important part of our life together. Our church’s Hospitality Committee is coordinating the food for today’s luncheon. We’ve all brought some food—salads or desserts, but Jana Alexander and her committee are coordinating and organizing it. New members are our guests. In hospitality there is always the host and the guest. Sometimes we may be the guest, and sometimes the host. And when hospitality really works, then there are benefits for both the host and the guest. There is an exchange of energy and ideas, and we are strengthened by each other.
Food is a big part of hospitality, but hospitality is more than food. It’s everything we do to help newcomers and veteran members feel accepted and welcome. Hospitality is kindness to strangers and newcomers, but it’s also the delight we feel in the whole atmosphere, the climate, where knowing and being known can happen.
When that climate of welcome is established, then we don’t have to worry who walks in the door. We will continually be open to whomever appears here, for it is likely that they are sent by God. 
If you go to a monastery, you will usually see a sign near the front door, "Receive each guest as Christ." The guest at the door may be a person in tatters. They may be Hispanic. They may be alienated from the church. It may be a young person. It may be a child. It may be a senior adult. And when that person appears, we will all be poised to say the words, "Thank God you are here." 
Hospitality is acceptance, making room, offering welcome. 
This week I heard a minister say, "In our church we have only one rule: We reject only those people Jesus rejected. Everybody else is welcome here." (from Fred Craddock)
On this Great Day, we say to all our new members, to those who are considering membership, and to our veteran members: "Thank God you are here."
Amen.
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